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Specular Suffering 
(Staging) the Bleeding Body 
Mary richards
(Editor’s note: This essay is part of the ongoing PAJ series, “Art, Spirituality, and Reli-
gion,” in which artists and critics explore artworks and art practices shaped by religious 
imagery, liturgical forms, and theological concepts.)
Gaze with the blessed Apostle St. Thomas, not merely on the print of the nails 
in Christ’s hands; be not satisfied with putting your fingers in the holes made 
by the nails in his hands; neither let it be sufficient to put your hand into 
the wound in his side; but enter entirely by the door in his side 
and go straight up to the very heart of Jesus. 
Brother Leo, The Little Flowers of St. Francis
I use blood as more than a physiological exercise . . . my concern is 
to make the unbearable bearable, to provoke viewers to reconsider 
their own understanding of beauty and suffering. 






































398: “I wasn’t  sure which of us was more vulnerable  .  .  .  I was  struck dumb .  .  . 
Others  responded differently:  some were  too scared  to approach him at all,  some 
wanted to touch the wound, shake his hand or talk about their day.”1
Within  the context of  religious contemplation of  images, medievalist  Jill Bennett 




and  bleeding  body  of Christ.2 These  contemporary  performance  actions  and  the 
spectatorial response evoke parallels to the sense of wonder and awe created by the 
contemplation  of  iconic  images  of  the  abject  and  bleeding Christ. The  spectator 
becomes Thomas to the artist’s Christ, one who serves as live witness to the punc-
tures and wounds in order to vouch for their reality. Yet the spectator also becomes 
devotee, who,  rather  than  turning  away  from  these  violated  bodies, may  choose, 
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(temporarily) forsaken his divinity to live and die on earth as a fragile, sentient, and 
mortal being. In the moment of the crucifixion, there is no choice—“My God, my 
God, why hast  thou forsaken me?”—and yet theologically  it derives  from a series 
of  choices made  by God  for mankind  in  order  to  reopen  the  channels  of  divine 
communication. These  performers  actively  inflict  or  have wounds  inflicted  upon 
themselves in order to open up a potent and intense channel of communication for 










posed a  threat  to  the hegemonic powers of Rome,  it also promoted a profoundly 





connection  with  a  public  jaded  by  exposure  to mainstream mediatized  violence. 














have  intended  to  emphasize process, paralleling other  contemporary performance 










like Pane’s,  just as  the  images of Christ’s and other  saints’  suffering aroused com-
passion and became etched on the memory through ocular and visceral intensities. 
Pane’s work has also been read as being concerned with underscoring the everyday 










to  reduce  the body  to  the  status  of  impotent  silent  object,  but were  intended  to 















convinced  that  revolutionary  change was necessary  in  a world blighted by  social, 
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Franko B  is  not  necessarily  a  religious man who  sees  himself making  a  religious 
statement. But he does understand his work to be a manifestation of his  sense of 
freedom  from  the  limitations  of  the  self  and  society. The  audience,  on  the  other 
hand,  are  left  to  contemplate  the  simplicity  and clarity of  this  imagery  in deeply 
personal acts. Christ is undeniably evoked; in the context of western audiences this 






form. The whitening  has  the  effect  not  only  of  enhancing  the  sculptural  quality 










































propped upright with  a pillow. His  right  arm holds  a piece of metal  in  a pair of 




























for equality  staged by  repressed minorities  like  the Albanians  in Kosovo  in 1981, 
contributed to the increasing sense of fracture. With the fall of communism in the 




loss  of  the  unity  that  the  former  socialist  state  of Yugoslavia  had  instituted. The 












from  the  openings  in  their  arms. However, while  Franko B does  this  because  he 

































of exposure  is vital  to  the communicative  function of bleeding bodies on display, 
both for the individuals wounded and the audience that witness the disruption. In 
allowing the normally internalized materials of the body to exude into the external 
space, we  as  spectators  experience  a  raw bodily  reaction. A visceral  connection  is 
made  between  the  wounded  body  on  display  and  those  who  watch. The  nature 
and  intensity of  this  connection will naturally vary, but  spectator  engagement,  at 
least initially, is likely to occur at a very basic physiological rather than intellectual 





their  complicity  in  her  actions  as  they  sat  and watched,  apparently  powerless  to 
intervene; a lesson worthy of Brecht.























vulnerable  sick body  in  a  society  that  refuses  to  see  these bodies,  instead placing 
great value on physical health and fitness. By contrast, the mutable condition of the 
bleeding body in contemporary performance, beyond its expression of authenticity, 






marginalized,  damaged,  or  contaminated  in  the  process  or  by  association.  If  we 
empathize with  the damaged figure,  the violence  that  appears  to be  suffered may 
be understood as  an  aggression  against ourselves. However,  such performances  as 
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